Features Predictive of Distant Metastasis in Papillary Thyroid Microcarcinomas.
The recent increase in the incidence of thyroid cancer has been mainly attributed to papillary thyroid microcarcinomas (PTMCs), and many studies have suggested conservative strategies for the diagnosis and treatment of PTMC. However, PTMCs may be associated with distant metastasis. This study aimed to evaluate the clinicopathological features and identify the risk factors for distant metastasis in patients with PTMCs. The medical records of 8808 patients who were diagnosed with PTMC from 1999 to 2012 were reviewed, and 12 (0.1%) patients with distant metastasis were identified. Forty-one PTMC patients who initially had lateral cervical lymph node (LN) metastasis and were cured with no evidence of a distant metastasis were also selected as a control group. Of the 12 patients with distant metastasis, nine had synchronous metastasis and three had metachronous metastasis. All 12 patients had primary tumors >0.5 cm and cervical LN metastasis at initial surgery. Ten patients had clinically apparent lateral cervical LN metastases, while two patients had only microscopic involvement of a central LN. Four patients died of thyroid carcinoma. Disease-specific mortality was associated with old age, large metastatic LNs with extranodal extension, and aggressive pathologic subtype of metastatic LNs. When the clinicopathological features of the patients with distant metastasis were compared with the control patients, the presence of extranodal extension and change to an aggressive pathologic subtype of metastatic LNs were significantly associated with distant metastasis and persistent structural distant PTMC metastasis. Most patients with PTMC demonstrate excellent clinical outcomes, and distant metastases rarely occur. However, distant metastasis of PTMC can be fatal. Performing a meticulous pathologic examination of metastatic LNs to identify the presence of extranodal extension and the pathologic subtype of metastatic LNs helps to assess the risk of a distant metastasis in patients with PTMC.